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Introduction 
This paper will present the findings from a PhD case study into the use and users of the 
British Library Nineteenth Century Newspapers Collection (BNCN)
 1
. Using data gathered 
from web analytics and user surveys, it will show that although digitization provides clear 
benefits to users who operate in an information-rich environment, these benefits are 
distributed unequally. I will therefore present an alternative geographical visualization based 
upon the location of subscribing institutions rather than individual users. This, combined with 
university rankings data and relative poverty measures, backs up the main argument of this 
paper: that the subscription-based model of digitization severely undermines the rhetorical 
embracement of universal access, and instead reinforces existing divides between 
information-rich and information-poor communities. 
Addressing the Digital Divide 
Web analytics services such as Google Analytics
2
 provide map overlays that automatically 
visualize user locations. This important data provides web analysts with important insight 
into their user base. These automated mapping tools lack, though, a consideration of how user 
location is influenced by variations in access to digitized resource. The internet, and by 
extension, digitized collections, are generally viewed as an opportunity to widen participation 
and improve education (Norris 2001, p.7; Bell 2005), but this paper will demonstrate that 
they can provide these benefits unevenly across society. Norris identifies that the digital 
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divide is multifaceted; it is a global and democratic divide, but also a social divide between 
different groups in society (Norris 2001, p.4). 
 This is important when considered alongside a common problem in the literature: 
increased quantities of digitized content have brought with them inflated expectation levels. 
Everett, for instance, wrongly conflates the digitization of large collections with the concept 
of universal access: “the problem for the twenty-first century scholar will be to limit inquiry 
to a manageable subset of data; because all scholars will have immediate access to all 
archives in the world” (Everett 2005). Commercial reality, though, makes this utopian 
outlook seem naïve. The social and professional environment in which users operate remains 
vital in deciding access to digitized content. This mirrors the wider context of the digital 
divide, which is increasingly manifested as an indicator of the differentiated uptake of 
important digital resources (Hargittai & Walejko 2008; Hassani 2006; Norris 2001; Castells 
2002). Existing research into this “second-level digital divide” (Hassani 2006) suggests that 
those from higher socioeconomic backgrounds generally benefit most from technological 
developments. As a result, mapping the location of individual users may show nothing more 
than high levels of connectivity in a particular demographic (Hassani 2006, p.251). Similarly, 
in academia it appears that a ‘digitized divide’ could emerge between those with access to 
digitized content in large quantities and those without, one strongly related to social and 
geographical status.  
Methods 
While Geographical Information Systems (GIS) have the potential to answer innovative 
research questions (Bodenhamer et al. 2010), the automated nature of default web analytics 
visualizations does not allow us to interrogate this problem.  
 In order to study the impact of BNCN, web data was analysed for a period of one 
calendar year using reports generated by Google Analytics, including the referral analysis 
(Madsen 2010)
3
 which influenced this paper; the results demonstrated that many users 
located outside Europe and the USA were in fact linked to institutions within these two 
regions. A survey was also mounted, which showed that many BNCN users still found access 
difficult; indeed some were forced to travel in order to access the collection digitally. The 
GIS was therefore created to test concerns about potential inequalities in access. 
 The visualization is based upon a list of institutions with current subscriptions to 
BNCN, including educational institutions, UK public libraries, and national libraries. This list 
was collated using online subscriber lists
4
, manual searching and referrer lists derived from 
web analytics. These were then mapped to a web-based GIS using Google Maps Fusion 
Tables
5
, and combined with demographic information and university ranking data. A separate 
layer was created for English public libraries which combined access information with UK 
Government measures of relative deprivation, population, and public spend on libraries. 
Findings 
The findings demonstrate that the divide in access correlates strongly with the status of a 
university: more highly ranked institutions were more likely to have current subscriptions. 
Additionally, English public library authorities were far more likely to have access if they 
were in less deprived regions, or served a relatively large population. This backs up 
qualitative data from the survey; some respondents were worried about the impact of working 
at institutions without appropriate subscriptions, and the prospect of losing access when 
fixed-term academic posts expire. This mirrors Hargittai’s assertion that “the societal position 
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that users inhabit influences aspects of their digital media use such as the technical equipment 
to which they have access” (Hargittai 2008, p.940). As digitized content proliferates, the 
expectation that scholars will use it also increases. The idea of democratized access to digital 
content (Bell 2005) can therefore become a damaging myth for those left behind. Unequal 
access to resources has been a longstanding problem for researchers, but the rhetorical shift 
towards universal access has ignored it. Technological inequality never entirely disappears, 
as Castells points out: “as one source of technological inequality seems to be diminishing, 
another one emerges” (Castells 2002, p.256). 
 Second, rather than facilitating the disintermediation of information, the current glut 
of commercially digitized content increases the importance of library services in relation to 
access. In the wake of the Google Books project, Roush questioned “the ‘value proposition’ 
they [libraries] offer in a digital future” (Roush 2005)., These findings suggest that this value 
proposition will centre on the library’s ability to supply relevant subscriptions to its users in a 
timely manner, for as long as access is too costly to maintain at an individual level. 
Conclusion 
The study of web impact would benefit from a more realistic appraisal of the digital divide in 
relation to digitized content. Commercial digitization, while an effective way to fund 
projects, has implications for scholars working outside information-rich institutions, or 
indeed outside institutional frameworks entirely. Similar case studies should therefore be 
done with other digitized resources to discover whether these patterns are replicated 
elsewhere. Additionally, we must consider how project developers and library services can 
work to address the inequalities discovered by this project. In keeping with the conference’s 
theme, this paper provides an analysis of how far digitization truly provides researchers with 
freedom to explore the content being produced.  
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